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THE IMMENSITY AND COMPLEXITY OF THE WORLD
BEYOND OUR MENTAL AND CULTURAL BORDERS

We, humans, tend to be very self-centred. This is usu-
ally the double effect of our limited focus and scope. When
we focus on a way of seeing, we become blind to alternative
possibilities. Because we define that our point of view is the
starting point to understand the world, we cannot imagine it
can be understood from many others starting points of view.

The Greeks imagined the navel of the world to be
somewhere in Pontus, between the Greek islands and Per-
sia. In the Middle Ages, Christians shifted the navel of the
world to Jerusalem, a move that hardly matches Chinese,
Indian, Aztec, or Australian notions of geographic and sym-
bolic positionality. We may intellectually acknowledge that
other people have other views and other focuses, but we
are never prepared to give them the right of precedence
over ours.
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In today's geopolitical and geoeconomics discussions,
it is common to hear that we are facing a reordering and
rebalancing of the world's affairs that implies a shift of cen-
trality from the so-called West. Usually this means the shift
from the Atlantic axis to Asia or Eurasia. Maybe this reading
makes any good sense, but we must admit that it is part of
an antagonistic understanding of power balance.

Until the Industrial Revolution, that is, until the West-
ern countries began mastering and controlling hydrocarbon
energy, London, Paris, Berlin or Amsterdam would never
feature as capitals with any centrality or relevance, as Eu-
ropeans looked up to India and China as unmatched civili-
sations. Now, gradually, pessimistic narratives lament the
possible end of Euro-American centrality and the rise of
new competing powers.

Simultaneously, we hear of a renovated, anti-colonial
discursivity coming from various quarters, challenging the
Western notions of Western-inspired globalisation. Presi-
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dent Xi Jinping has more than once remarked that China’s
role is to free the world from the evils of Western predatory
capitalism and overcome the century of humiliation - in his
words. He has pointed to British, US, French and German
historical responsibility in the tragedies that China has had
to endure throughout the 20* century.

India’s prime minister, as well as Russia’s presidents,
have also uttered similar complaints. Such kind of remarks
are usually brushed off by Western thinkers and politicians
as self-serving musings of autocrats unwilling to fully
grasp the goodness of Western inspired democratic values.
But again, how can we understand the world matters, if not
through our own eyes, from our own point of view?

Afghanistan may rightly apply to be today's navel of
the world. It has been known to be the Cemetery of Empires,
and Alexander the Great, who has been seen in the West
as the uniter of the East and West, a symbol of a unified
Eurasia, has ended his oriental drive in Afghanistan. The
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Mongols, the British, the Soviets, and lately the American
led NATO, have met bitter fates in Afghanistan. Therefore,
legitimate doubts can be raised about the official narrative
surrounding the pull-out of forces from Kabul after 20 years
of benevolent occupation of the country.

Two factors underpin possible doubts about this narra-
tive. First, news of Chinese interest in the country, namely
eyeing its immense resources in rare earth minerals, which
are crucial for the chip industry and for battery powered
motorisation. Secondly, renovated interest in oil and gas
pipelining through Afghanistan to connect Central Asia and
Russia to Pakistan, India and beyond. In the early 90s, US
oil digging companies developed complex exploratory pro-
jects to link the Pakistani gas and oil sites to the Pakistani
shores. That was shelved because the friendly Northern
League could not overwhelm the Pashtun Taliban, and 20
years of liberation of Afghanistan have not managed to res-
urrect these old projects.

Conferéncia de Lisboa - 5 _ 2022
Lisbon Conference - 5

223



224

But suddenly, a few months after the NATO retreat, the
Chinese Government quietly announced that the gigantic
Belt and Road Initiative, the so-called New Silk Road, would
extend southwards to include an extension meant to en-
compass Afghanistan. That discreet note did not make any
headlines in the Western media as usually doesn’t anything
related to the incremental expansion of the Belt and Road
Initiative throughout the Central Asian Steppes, or the deals
agreed upon in Samarkand at the last summit of the Shang-
hai Cooperation Organisation, where India, Pakistan and
China shelved their divergences, welcomed lran, agreed
on Turkey's observer status and schmoosed with Russia’s
president.

A new basket currency that sidelines the dollar is be-
ing planned together with a new banking system, and new
energetic and digital networks linking the 68 countries that
belong to the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation and com-
prise more than half of the humanity. The West, very sym-
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bolically, was more concerned with the collective mourning
of the last head of the late British Empire, Queen Elizabeth,
the Second. In other terms, Westerners have opted to look
at the navel rather than the horizon.

This is simply to note that there are things going on in
the world beyond our Western eyes that we either do not
wish to acknowledge, to highlight, or even to comprehend,
let alone trying to embrace any alternative views in this
seismic shift in world affairs.

Interpretations based on opposing ideological catego-
ries such as democracy versus autocracy, universal values
versus relativist or regional values, freedom versus op-
pression, which can be seen as new iterations of the old
adage “the West versus the rest” are not helpful to grasp
the immensity and complexity of the world beyond our men-
tal and cultural borders. What or who gives me the right to
judge what | do not know and magically convince myself
that my eyes are better equipped to see the world? This
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does not mean to defend the relativist, self-deprecating
stance, but only to doubt the power of my own interpreta-
tion, conditioned by my cultural semantics, my geographic
and historical prism. This suggests that we would do better
by adopting a less arrogant, self-centred posture.

There is an Orwellian impression that two major blocs
are being formed. One that is majorly oceanic and relies
on seabed cable networks that link the Atlantic, the Indi-
an Ocean and the Pacific, through which State hegemony
reinforces digital spying control. It could be called the six
plus one, the one being Sweden that sits on top of the heav-
iest flux of submarine cables. And another hegemon that
stretches throughout the immense continent of Eurasia and
relies mostly on land based connecting networks.
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If this view makes any sense, we may consider that
detaching the third economic power that is Germany - and
consequently all of Western Europe - from Eurasia, is a step
that essentially favours the oceanic powers in the sense
that it weakens the economic, political, and networking ef-
fects of the Belt and Road Initiative. It is difficult to imagine
what lies ahead from an Eastern perspective. But in such
context, the European Union's future seems quite grim. If
the Slavic word “Ukraina” means “on the periphery”, Eu-
rope may be about to become Ukraina.

SOURCE: INTERVENTION BY MANUEL JOAO RAMOS
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